22                    THE DISRUPTION OF AMERICAN DEMOCRACY
The most significant characteristic of the Protestant attitude was a
consciousness of the evil nature of sin. Protestant expounders made a
simple and clear-cut distinction between right and wrong. Man was
either saved or damned. Righteousness would be rewarded, sin pun-
ished. Sin must be fought. If it existed in the community it was because
the righteous had not been sufficiently diligent in driving it forth.
Moreover the prevailing belief that God ruled the universe gave promise
of divine aid in the crusade against evil. It was the duty of the righteous
to wage constant warfare against Satan's hosts.
This sense of duty, this sensitiveness to the promptings of conscience,
had been the main precept in the education of a large proportion of
those who in the fifties were at years of maturity. In childhood they had
been taught that only by doing right, by heeding the commands of con-
science when duty called, could they secure happiness on earth or the
hope of heaven. Evil influences always brought degradation and destruc-
tion, for the punishment of transgressors was part of the divine plan.
So impressive was this early influence that, though many abandoned its
dogmas, they were never without the possibility of experiencing sharp
twinges of conscience.
The growth of Catholicism in the years just preceding had intensified
this attitude in two ways. In the first place it had stirred up Protestant-
Catholic rivalry, which had characterized Northern Europe since the
Reformation, even though the Catholics numbered a very small propor-
tion of the population of the United States before the Civil War. Sec-
ondly, the growth of Catholicism further intensified Protestantism be-
cause, despite their antipathy, earnest believers in the two groups had
similar or identical basic concepts of religious interpretation, moral prin-
ciple, and zeal for a faith. Their similarity frequently meant like reac-
tions on public questions involving integrity, duty, and morality. Yet,
because the Protestants were so numerically predominant, the attitude
is best described as Protestantism.
Religious influence was the more pervasive because of ill health and
early mortality in that day. So uncertain was the prevailing state of
health that suffering and death were constantly near; life expectancy
then was not above forty years. Lack of sanitation and refrigeration, in-
sufficient medical knowledge and skill, and ignorance of hygiene took